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In June, a confrontation exploded among four Indian communities in Guatemala's western highland
provinces of Totonicapan and Solola, leaving nine people dead and dozens wounded. That incident,
plus increasingly violent squatter invasions and territorial disputes around the country, have
generated criticism of the government's slow implementation of programs to address Guatemala's
agrarian problems. Since the beginning of the year, land conflicts have occurred frequently
throughout the countryside, as government security forces moved to evict squatters from private
lands that they had occupied since 1995, and campesino groups organized in many departments to
carry out new invasions (see NotiCen, 04/17/97 and 06/05/97).
Since June, however, land disputes have grown increasingly more violent, especially in the
densely populated western highland departments where the majority of the country's indigenous
communities are located. End of war increases land disputes in western highlands The termination
of Guatemala's 36-year civil war which ended last December when the government and the guerrilla
forces signed a final peace agreement (see NotiCen, 01/17/97) has greatly exacerbated land conflicts
in the western highlands, where the war was concentrated.
Thousands of campesinos who fled to Mexico during the 1980s or who took refuge in the mountains
as "internally displaced" citizens have returned to their communities, creating a huge demand
for lands while reviving disputes that existed before the war peaked in the early 1980s. Dozens
of confrontations, for example, have broken out in the Ixil Triangle, in the heart of El Quiche
department, epicenter of the war.
"The roots of the armed conflict are still alive and ready to explode in the Ixil Triangle," said Manuel
Asicona, mayor of Chajul, which forms part of the Triangle. "Landowners, entire communities of
formerly displaced citizens, and campesinos from nearly all the municipalities in the Ixil region
are involved in numerous land conflicts." According to Asicona, the problems have the potential to
become much more violent because armed bands loyal to different sides in the disputes continue
to operate in the region, despite the guerrilla demobilization and the government's demilitarization
of the area. In fact, Asicona was wounded in an assassination attempt on June 13 that was allegedly
related to the land disputes.

Indian communities continue 60-year territorial feud
Moreover, the army's reduced presence in many areas has had a snowball effect, since military
control in rural zones during the war often enforced a tense peace among Indian communities
where simmering land disputes had existed for generations. That appears to be the case in four
villages in the departments of Totonicapan and Solola, where local residents of one village brutally
attacked residents of the other villages. The territorial feud among those villages Barreneche, La
Concordia, La Esperanza, and San Juan Argueta dates back to the 1930s, when Indian leaders from
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the four communities bought a huge parcel of land. The farm was registered as being within the
jurisdiction of Totonicapan. But residents of San Juan Argueta later split away from the other three
villages and requested that the departmental government of neighboring Solola recognize their
village as part of that department. \
When San Juan Argueta became part of Solola, it gave rise to a 60-year dispute regarding legal
claim to the affected lands. On June 29, residents of San Juan Argueta led an armed assault against
residents of the other villages, burning houses and infrastructure and attacking local citizens with
machetes and other homemade weapons. Nine people were killed in the attack and more than 50
others were wounded, most of them critically. A tense calm returned to the villages after some 500
troops from the Guardia de Hacienda and the National Police's Fuerza de Reaccion Inmediata (FRI)
occupied the area.
But the dispute remains unresolved, giving rise to widespread criticism that consecutive
governments including current President Alvaro Arzu's administration bear responsibility for
allowing the legal dispute to go on for decades until villagers took matters into their own hands.
"Incidents such as this don't happen by chance," read a sharp statement from the Conferencia
Episcopal de Guatemala (CEG). "They are the bitter fruit of problems that have been building for
many years because consecutive governments have done nothing to resolve them. Guatemala is a
terribly disorganized nation with pockets of conflict spread throughout its entire territory, and the
common denominator of those problems is land. Throughout our history, government officials have
criminally neglected their responsibility to fairly and equitably structure the nation's wealth."
Concern is growing that, unless the government moves to address land problems, violent clashes
will spiral out of control around the country. Government officials have documented 338 land
disputes in 15 departments that are now considered "extremely delicate" because they could swiftly
degenerate into violence if not resolved. In late July, for example, residents from three villages
in the municipality of San Jorge, in the eastern department of Zacapa, appealed to Congress to
resolve a long-running land dispute with residents from Maraxco, in the neighboring department of
Chiquimula. "If the authorities don't help us we will be forced to resolve this matter once and for all
by force," warned Angel Pineda, president of the Comite de Vecinos de San Jorge. "If that happens,
without doubt there will be another massacre like the one that just happened in Totonicapan and
Solola."

Government under pressure to accelerate agrarian programs
The socioeconomic and agrarian-affairs accord, which was signed in May 1996 by the government
and the guerrillas and then incorporated into the final peace agreement, calls for sweeping
measures to address the country's land problems. Among other things, the accord calls for the
creation of a national "land bank" to provide campesinos with land parcels and credit. It also calls
for an "agrarian court" in the judiciary to resolve land disputes, legal reforms to speed the process
of land titling, approval of a new tax on fallow lands, and the completion of a nationwide land
registry that will give a holistic picture of Guatemala's land tenure patterns for the first time (see
NotiSur - Latin American Affairs, 06/07/96). None of these agreements has yet been implemented.
On July 15, however, the government formed a commission to attend to land conflicts, the Oficina
Presidencial para la Resolucion de Conflictos de Tierras. The commission will provide legal council
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to campesino groups in disputes with landowners, while attempting to mediate in those conflicts.
All the other reforms are still in design stages, and, even after the executive finishes drawing up the
legal framework for programs, the proposals must then be passed into law by Congress.
Compilation of the land registry, for example which will form the legal backbone for many of
the other reforms will not even begin until sometime in 1998. Officials from the Comision de
Modernizacion del Sistema de Informacion Geografica Nacional, which is preparing the landregistry bill, say that it will be sent to the executive for review in December, and hopefully approved
by the legislature soon after.
But before that can happen, the laws governing agrarian programs during the past four decades
must be reviewed, and in many cases revoked, to pave the way for the new legal framework. "All
legislation related to measurement, demarcation, and property rights must be revised to eliminate
the overlaps in government functions and pave the way for modernization," said Anabella Morfin,
commission spokesperson. "The legal norms that will give life to the land registry could be ready
by the end of the year...but carrying out and actually completing the project will take at least ten
years." [Sources: Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 06/06/97; Reuter, 06/30/97, 07/07/97;
Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 05/20/97, 06/06/97, 06/10/97, 06/11/97, 06/14/97, 06/16/97, 06/25/97,
06/29/97, 06/30/97, 07/01/97, 07/02/97, 07/04/97, 07/05/97, 07/07/97, 07/08/97, 07/10/97, 07/11/97,
07/13/97, 07/14/97, 07/17/97, 07/18/97, 07/23/97, 07/25/97, 07/28/97, 07/29/97, 08/01/97, 08/03/97,
08/04/97, 08/08/97, 08/09/97, 08/12-14/97, 08/16- 19/97]
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